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THE TALKING BOARD

A number of ghost-related case reports I’ve gotten over the years have included a statement like “things got worse after we tried communicating with it with a Ouija Board.”  In past columns, I’ve said a lot about the use of technology in ghost hunting and related investigations.  The Ouija Board might be considered old “tech,” and something I’ve not really mentioned, though we do get asked if we make use of one in investigations.  

We don’t use Ouija Boards in cases, but not for the reason one thinks (I’ll get to this in a bit). The Ouija Board does come up again and again in and around the reports of ghosts and poltergeists.  It almost always tends to come up in a negative context.  In fact, mention the Ouija Board to a variety of people and many will make some kind of comment to the effect that “oh, I’d never touch such a thing … it’s evil.”

There is nothing inherently evil or demonic about a Ouija Board.  The device itself is simply a patented form of a method of ostensible spirit communication in common play during the latter 19th century.  People wishing to contact spirits would lay out cards with the alphabet and numbers in a circle on a table.  An overturned glass would be placed in the center, and each sitter at the table would place a finger on the glass.
They would ask questions and the glass would often move around to spell out answers.  


That these early devices, and the boards that followed, were called “talking boards” may have mislead people to believe the spirits were talking with them.  But there was never any real evidence that spirits were directing the glass.

In fact, the glass and the Ouija Board’s pointer (planchette) generally move because of something called the ideomotor response (when the pointer’s not being pushed consciously).  If you’ve ever used a pendulum, holding its chain or string, and made it move in a particular way simply by thinking, then you’ve experienced the ideomotor response.  This is a result of unconsciously driven minor muscle movements.  In other words, the unconscious/subconscious mind makes the things move.  Not spirits.


The real limitation of Ouija Boards is that they have never been shown to tap into spiritual (or demonic) sources in any greater capacity than if one were to simply talk to ghosts and listen for an answer.  They might allow the opening for someone using the board to be psychic, since it alleviates problems many people have in acknowledging their own psychic abilities.  It might work similarly to automatic writing, but there’s nothing inherently special about a Ouija Board that would attract evil or negative forces.


If you’re like me, you might find it amusing that so many people find the Ouija Board so wrapped up in its “evil” reputation.  After all, the vast majority of boards are sold at toy stores and they are manufactured by a game and toy producer.  Plus, there are those other similar boards out there, including one with angels, another in a circular form that purports to be more “psychic,” and others with other more positive images on them.  These boards are obviously quite different than a board that only has a smiling sun, a crescent moon, and a couple of images of a woman using the pointer with what one assumes is a spirit head near her ear.  After all, those other boards are sold in book stores, not toy stores, and for often much higher prices. I guess that the manufacturer makes more money by putting positive images on such boards cancels out any potential for evil – somehow that doesn’t make sense, does it?

Again, they have been shown to tap into the subconscious.  You might find it interesting that this is not a new notion.  In fact, to quote one of the patents:  “The ouija board, as is well known, is a device designed to permit human beings to give expression to subconscious thoughts induced by complete muscular and mental relaxation” (from US Patent number 1400791,  December 20, 1921). 

The real dangers of using the Ouija Board surround 1) taking the communications literally, and 2) becoming obsessed with using the device.  

As to the former, if the device allows the single user to tap into his/her unconscious, the user should no more take the information literally than one should take a dream literally.  Our subconscious often works in metaphor and may even mislead our conscious minds on purpose.  Keep in mind that as when gets a psychic “hit” on someone or something (as in remote viewing), one must always be aware that the information is often incomplete, and sometimes metaphorical.

If you add other people to the game, it’s next to impossible to figure out whose subconscious is putting out the communication.  So, if you shouldn’t take your own unconsciously-derived communications literally, you should definitely not take advice from someone else’s unconscious.   

Then there’s always the possibility that someone using the board with you is purposely moving the planchette to particular letters and numbers (this is especially true when college students, teens and kids are using them).  

As to the second “danger,” there are cases of individuals who have become so obsessed with the advice coming through the board that they can’t make decisions without it.  In effect, their lives are paralyzed by the board.  This is not related to the Ouija Board itself, as people become obsessed with all sorts of things (and people) offering advice and help with decisions.  This is related to the psychology of the user.  Anything can become a point of obsession, and people have been known to end up in mental institutions because of such obsessions.

Also, one can allow nagging fear to get the best of you.  If there’s that idea that Ouija Boards are evil in the back of your mind, it can grow with use of the board until the fear takes over.  Again, this is related to the psychology of the user and his/her perception and beliefs relating to the board.

To sum up: 

1.  The Ouija Board taps the subconscious, NOT the spirtual

2.  The vast majority of outlets one can purchase a Ouija Board are toy stores!  Don’t take it any more seriously than any other toy or game, and you’ll never have a problem with it.

3. Do not get too involved with using this or any other technique to help you make decisions.  


 In light of the above, why does the Ouija have such a bad (supernatural) reputation?


There’s no absolute answer for this, but I’m going to go out on a limb. I believe the use of talking boards to try to contact the spirit world in the 19th Century caused such devices to be grouped in with any spirit contact.  Many mainstream religions were (and are) opposed to any such contact, and are often opposed to any device they cannot understand (or place under their control) if that device can connect in any way to the spiritual side of the user’s life (inner spirit and outer spirits).  So, the “demonic” and “evil” labels were placed on the most popular of these boards, the Ouija Board, to encourage people to stay away from them.


Such religiously-based assessments can quickly become part of the popular culture’s perspective.  That’s certainly what’s happened with the Ouija Boards.  Remember, however, that the same kinds of labels are often bandied about with respect to any psychic experience or talent.  People often fear what they cannot understand (or refuse to try to understand), and that fear can be dangerous.


Why the association with “evil” in ghost encounters?


Because of the association most people have with the use of the board to contact spirits, people experiencing apparitional, haunting or poltergeist phenomena try using to board to contact the “entity” that may be causing the phenomena.  When they make use of the board, they often get “answers” that may or may not have something to do with an actual apparition.  Or they may get messages that frighten them, and this may be coupled with an upswing of physical phenomena.  The board itself, according to some reports, may fly away from the people using it.


In actuality, this is no real surprise.  The very fact that a large majority of people have it at least in the back of their minds that Ouija Board are associated with evil spirits can bring fear into the process of using it.  It is very clear that fear is what’s dangerous in our cases.  Fear can cause people to hurt themselves, both psychologically and physically.  In the case of poltergeists, such fear can increase the stress levels that are initiating the psychokinetic activity.  In fact, such fear – and even the belief that weird things happen when people use Ouija Boards – can also initiate psychokinetic activity (caused by the unconscious) in apparition and haunting cases.


But, to quote a well-known saying by President Franklin D. Roosevelt, “We have nothing to fear but fear itself.”


So why don’t we use Ouija Boards in our investigations?
They might help us learn something of the subconscious undercurrents of the witnesses, but are not of real use in contacting any apparitions (if such are even present).  They will more likely cause people to grow afraid, both because of the back-of-the-mind perception of this game having harmful repercussions, and because the info that comes through from the minds of the users can be lead one down the path of fear.


Personally, I own a couple of the standard Ouija Boards, and have purchased a gorgeous (and humorous) talking board via eBay (you can find all sorts of boards with wonderful art – supernatural and non-supernatural related – by simply searching eBay for the word “ouija”).  If you remember they’re mostly sold in toy stores, you can have hours of fun with them.  


Just don’t take what you get literally (or seriously).

